EUROPE GOES 
TO WAR 


1939 


The German and Soviet invasions of Poland, 


followed by a Soviet invasion of Finland, 
made it clear that a major European war 
could no longer be averted. Britain and 
France declared war against Germany 


but were powerless to save Poland. 


EUROPE GOES TO WAR 


German forces attack 
Poland using Blitzkrieg 
tactics. The invasion follows 
the Polish government's 
refusal to hand over 

the port-city of Danzig, 
claimed by Germany. 
Poland is defeated 

in four weeks and 
Germany occupies roughly 
two-thirds of the country. 
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at last goaded the British and French governments into taking a 


collapse of Polish resistance. 


t the beginning of 1939 there was still hope that a major 


stand. After German troops occupied Prague, Czechoslovakia, in 


March, the Western democracies committed themselves to support 


Poland, which was the next nation to come under pressure. Hitler 


knew that to fight the Poles, British, and French at the same time 


in Europe might be avoided. But Hitler's relentless aggression 


Over 1.7 million German 
troops advance into 
Poland. Despite pledging to 
defend Poland, Britain and 
France have made no plans for 
military action to aid the Poles 
in case of an attack. They 
mobilize their forces but 

take no significant offensive 


action against Germany. 
Sr 


Finnish “ghost” troops 
repel Red Army forces after 
they attack Finland on three 
~~ frontSin November. The 
Finns unexpectedly force the 
Russian’s into retreat. 
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war would be a gamble, but found a valuable ally in Joseph Stalin, who 
decided that a cynical deal with the Nazis, though they were his 
ideological enemies, offered the best prospects for Soviet security. 
The Nazi-Soviet Pact in August opened the way for the German 
invasion of Poland on September 1. Reluctantly, Britain and France 
honoured the letter of their obligations to Poland and declared war 


on Germany two days later, though they did nothing to prevent 
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Japanese forces bomb the | jas La ee oman Si : : = 
Chinese city of Chungking i : ‘ : 
killing 5,000 people. The two 
countries have been at war since 
1937 and many more Chinese will to 
lose their lives during World War II. 
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NEWFOUNDLAND Albert Einstein sends 
a letter to US President 
y Roosevelt regarding 


developing the atomic 
bomb before the 
Germans and the other 
Axis power can do so. 
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THE WORLD IN DECEMBER 1939 
MS Germany 

[German conquests to Dec 1939 
Japanese Empire 


Following Britain’s declaration of ihe Japanese conquests to Dec 1939 
war on Germany on September 3, ] *# 4 Allied states 
many Commonwealth governments, Neutral states 
including Australia, take steps to [J Territory occupied by USSR 


provide men and aid for the war effort. 


Poland being overrun by German forces, abetted in the east by the 
Soviets. The atrocities committed by both the Nazis and the Soviets 
in conquered Poland were but a foretaste of the wider horrors that 


World War II held in store. 


While Poland suffered, the British and French endured the 
minor inconveniences of the “Phoney War.” Although civilian life 


was disrupted by blackouts and the evacuation of cities, there were 


— Frontiers Sep 1939 


neither battles on the Western Front nor bombing raids on London 
or Paris. The most dramatic action was at sea, where German 
U-boats and surface raiders threatened Allied shipping. When Finland 


was attacked by the Soviet Union in November, Britain and France 


were almost tempted to send their idle forces to intervene in defense 
of the Finns. Meanwhile, the United States stood on the sidelines, 
rooting for Britain and France but hoping to keep out of any fighting. 
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TIMELINE 1939 


Spanish Nationalists capture Barcelona = German troops occupy Prague = Germany invades 


Poland = Russia invades eastern Poland = Britain and France declare war on Germany ® 


British Expeditionary Force is sent to France = The Winter War = Battle of the River Plate 


JANUARY 


LOR 


JANUARY-AUGUST 
Refugee Jewish 
foniielkamicon 
Germany, Austria, and 
Czechoslovakia are 
brought to Britain by 
he Kindertransport 
organization. 


JANUARY 1 

Fresh restrictions are 
imposed on Jews in 
Germany; they are 
banned from jobs in 
he retail trade and 
rom work as artisans. 


JANUARY 25 

In the Spanish Civil 
War, Franco's 
Nationalists capture 
Barcelona. 


JANUARY 27 

Hitler approves the 
Z Plan for a massive 
expansion of the 
German naval fleet. 


JANUARY 30 

In an address to the 
Reichstag, Hitler warns 
that a second world war 
would result in “the 
Clalalialitciiteyame)munl 
Jewish race in Europe.” 


FEBRUARY 


FEBRUARY 14 
Launch of the German 
battleship Bismarck, 
the largest ship of its 
class and significant 
threat in the Atlantic. 


MARCH | 


« Kindertransport passport 


FEBRUARY 27 

Britain and France 
recognize Nationalist 
leader, General Franco, 
as ruler of Spain. 


MARCH 15 

German troops occupy 
Prague after Slovakia, 
at the instigation of 
the Nazis, declares 
independence from 
Czechoslovakia. The 
Czech territories of 
Bohemia and Moravia 
become a German 
protectorate. 


MARCH 22 
Germany annexes the 
Baltic port of Memel 
from Lithuania. 


MARCH 28 
Madrid surrenders to 
Franco's Nationalists, 
ending the Spanish 
Civil War. 


I 


MARCH 31 
Britain and 
France pledge 
to aid Poland 
in the event 
of a threat to its 
Hlatel=)eX-lalel-in@omicolnny 
Nazi Germany. 
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APRIL 7 

Italian forces invade 
Albania. The country is 
overrun and Albanian 
King Zog flees. 


¥Y German troops in Prague 
MAY 3 
Vyacheslav Molotov 
replaces Maxim 
Litvinov as Soviet 
foreign minister. 


MAY 11 

japanese and 
Soviet-Mongolian forces 
clash on the border 
between Manchuria 
and Mongolia. 


MAY 22 

Hitler and Mussolini 
sign the Pact of Steel, a 
en-year political alliance. 


APRIL 27 

British government 
introduces a limited 
form of conscription, 
just for young men 
aged 20-21. 


MAY 25 

Britain and France 
agree to open 
exploratory talks with 
the Soviet Union. 


¥ France's defence against 
Germany: The Maginot Line 


& Physical examination of 
a young British conscript 


JUNE 

20-year-olds in Britain 
begin registering for 
military service. 


¥Y Mussolini and Hitler 
postage stamp 


JUNE 

The 937 Jewish 
refugees aboard the 
SS St Louis are turned 
away by the US and 
Cuba. The ship is 
forced to sail back 

to Europe. 


TIMELINE 1939 


“It is evil things that we shall be fighting against, brute 
force, bad faith, injustice, oppression and persecution. 
And against them | am certain that the right will prevail.” 


BRITISH PRIME MINISTER NEVILLE CHAMBERLAIN’S SPEECH, DECLARING WAR ON GERMANY, SEPTEMBER 3, 1939 


British government 
publishes a public 
information leaflet: 
Your Gas Mask And 
How To Use It. Most 
of the population, 
including children, 
have now been 
issued with masks. 


& British child's gas mask 


JULY 17 

Molotov suggests direct 
military discussions 
between the Soviets 
and the British. 


JULY 27 

British and French 
military missions 
embark by sea for 
the Soviet Union. 


AUGUST 
20-31 

The Soviets, 
led by General 
VANUI<oNARe(Aierle 
the Japanese at 
the Battle of 
Khalkyn Gol. 


AUGUST 23 

Nazi Germany and the 
Soviet Union sign a 
non-aggression pact, 
secretly agreeing to 
divide Poland 
between them. 


AUGUST 25 

Britain and France sign 
a formal agreement 
to defend Poland; 
Mussolini informs 
Hitler that Italy intends 
to remain neutral. 


¥Y German and Soviet officers 
meet after the invasion of Poland 


SEPTEMBER 1 
Germany invades 


OCTOBER 6 

End of Polish military 
resistance; Hitler 
makes peace offer to 
Britain and France that 
is swiftly rejected. 


foley (0):]5 a) 
Deployment of British 
Expeditionary Force in 
France completed. 


OCTOBER 14 
German U-boat sinks 
British battleship Royal 
Oak in naval base at 
Scapa Flow. 


« French newspaper seller 
on day war is declared 


SEPTEMBER 3 
Britain and France 
declare war on 
Germany. The liner 
Athenia is sunk by 
a German U-boat. 


SEPTEMBER 5 
President Roosevelt 
reaffirms the neutrality 
of the United States. 


SEPTEMBER 17 
Soviet troops invade 
eastern Poland. 


SEPTEMBER 27 
Fall of Warsaw. 


NOVEMBER 1 
Western Poland 
Hroltnarell Var-lalal=.<clell alto) 
the German Reich. 


NOVEMBER 4 
Warsaw ghetto 
established: the city's 
Jews are forced into 
a single area. 


NOVEMBER 4 

The US Neutrality Act is 
amended to allow the 
delivery of war supplies 
to Britain and France on 
a cash-and-carry basis. 


& The battleship Graf Spee 
is scuttled by its crew 
DECEMBER 11 

Finns halt Soviet advance 
at Suomussalmi. 


DECEMBER 13 

Battle of the River Plate. 

The German battleship 

| Graf Spee is damaged 

and takes refuge in 

Montevideo, Uruguay. 
«The ruins of Warsaw DECEMBER 17 
Graf Spee is scuttled 
outside Montevideo 
harbor. 


NOVEMBER 24 
Japanese capture the 
southern Chinese city 
of Nanking. 


NOVEMBER 30 

Yo) (ial Olal(e ya [aNY(<Le(os 
Finland. Start of the 
Winter War. 


ay. 


DECEMBER 18 
Fifteen RAF bombers 
are lost in a daytime 
raid on German port 
of Wilhelmshaven. 


& Finnish anti-tank rifle 
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The Munich Agreement of September 
1938 << 42-43 handed over the Sudeten 
area of Czechoslovakia to Germany. 


“PEACE FOR OUR TIME” 

Assured by Hitler that the Sudetenland was 
to be the “last territorial demand in Europe” 
made by Germany, British prime minister, 
Neville Chamberlain, announced that the 
agreement meant “peace for our time.” 


NIGHT OF ATROCITIES 

On November 9/10, 1938, Jewish shops, 
homes, and synagogues across Germany 

and Austria were attacked by the Nazis. This 
event became known as KristalInacht (Crystal 
Night, because of the shattered window glass) 
«« 42-43. Almost 100 Jews were murdered and 
between 20,000 and 30,000 were taken away to 
concentration camps. These atrocities severely 
damaged Germany's international reputation, 
especially alienating opinion in the United States. 


HITLER’S POLISH DEMANDS 

Partitioned between Russia, Prussia, and Austria 
in the late 18th century, Poland had been restored 
as an independent state after World War |. Under 
he terms of the Versailles Treaty << 18-19, 
Poland was given a strip of territory linking it to 
he Baltic. This “Polish Corridor” separated 
East Prussia from the rest of Germany. The 
seaport of Danzig (Gdansk), largely German in 
opulation, was declared an autonomous 
“Free City.” In 1939 Hitler demanded land 
access to East Prussia across the Polish Corridor. 


y 


The Path to War 


Hitler’s greed and aggression were not satisfied by his gains under the Munich Agreement. His next 
target was Poland, once again using the pretext of setting right the “unjust” Versailles Treaty. Britain 
and France wanted Poland to make a deal with Hitler—but events took a different course. 


he tide of events in Europe 
T turned decisively toward war unre To Laso Gaaxreo ar S0UTHAPPTON 
on March 15, 1939. On that day ee an or ee 
German troops marched unopposed 
into Prague, completing the destruction 
of Czechoslovakia begun the previous 
year at the Munich Conference. The 
Czech lands of Bohemia and Moravia 
were put under Nazi occupation as a 
“Protectorate,” while Slovakia became, 
in effect, a German puppet state. 

Hitler had correctly calculated that 
Britain and France would take no 
military action in response, but he 
underestimated the shock effect that 
the destruction of Czechoslovakia 
would have on international opinion. 
Up to this point Germany’s demands 
for a revision of the allegedly unjust 
Treaty of Versailles had helped to 


Czechoslovakia falls 
German troops entering Prague on March 15, 1939. 
Czechoslovakia had first gained its independence 
only 20 years before, in the aftermath of World War |, 
and would have to endure six years of brutal Nazi 
occupation before being reestablished. 


Rescue mission 

Shortly before war was declared, around 10,000 mostly 
Jewish, children were evacuated by train and boat from 
Nazi-occupied territory to Britain in an operation known 
as Kindertransport (children’s transport). 


conceal Hitler’s expansionist ambitions. 
The march into Prague revealed his 
naked aggression. 

Europe was already in the grip of an 
accelerating arms race. In February, for 
example, the British government had 
authorized the maximum expansion 
of military aircraft production without 


11,50 


The estimated number 

of German aircraft 

that bombed Warsaw on September 

| 24, 1939. The Poles had a total of only 
600 modern aircraft at this time. 
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Warplanes 


regard for cost. The breakneck pace 
of Hitler’s rearmament program 
was pushing the German economy 
to its limits too. But the Western 
democracies still hoped to avoid 
war, while Hitler had not anticipated 
a major conflict in 1939. 

When German troops entered Prague, 
however, British prime minister Neville 
Chamberlain belatedly decided that he 


and his government must be seen to take 


a stronger line with Hitler. They offered 
Poland, among others, a guarantee of 
support against possible German 
aggression. The French government of 
Edouard Daladier did likewise, dragged 
along in the wake of its British allies. 


The invasion of Poland 
Just as Hitler had not understood the 
impact of the occupation of Prague upon 
the Western democracies, the British 
government did not foresee the effect of 
its guarantee to Poland upon Hitler. The 
enraged Fiihrer immediately told his 
army commanders to draw up plans to 
invade Poland, with a provisional target 
date of September 1, 1939. 

Although making preparations 
for war, the British and French 
governments were still determined 


“We in Poland do 
not know the 
concept of peace 
at any price.” 


GENERAL JOZEF BECK, SPEECH, MAY 5, 1939 


to avoid war if they possibly could. They 
wanted the Poles to negotiate with Nazi 
Germany to avoid a conflict. But the 
Polish government, dominated by 
General Jozef Beck, was determinedly 
nationalistic and unwilling to bow to 
any German pressure. 

Hitler had, in any case, no genuine 
interest in negotiating an agreement with 
Poland. He had felt cheated of a war over 
Czechoslovakia in the previous year and, 
having decided upon an invasion of 
Poland, he did not intend to be denied 


Military strength of the combatants 

In 1939 the combined forces of Germany and Russia 
overshadowed those of France and Britain. It was, 
however, the German Luftwaffe, with its imposing fleet 
of modern aircraft, that was most prepared for war. 


the chance of military glory a second 
time. He did still hope, however, to avoid 
having to fight the British and French at 
the same time as the Poles. 

The tide of events in Europe 
appeared to be flowing in 
Germany’s favor. In March 

1939 General Franco’s forces 
completed their victory in the 
Spanish Civil War. Hitler 
made a further small advance 
by absorbing the Baltic city of 
Memel (present-day Klaipeda) 
into the Reich, while in the 
Adriatic Mussolini occupied 
Albania. The alliance between 
Hitler and Mussolini was 
confirmed by the declaration of 
a Pact of Steel between Italy 
and Germany in May. 

The United States’ government 
watched developments in Europe 
with concern but no possibility of 
intervention, given the strength of 
American isolationist feeling. The 
US was simply not a factor in the 
diplomatic and military equation. 

The attitude of the Soviet Union, 
by contrast, was of critical importance. 
Moscow would become the focus of 
the final diplomatic maneuvers of 
peacetime in the summer of 1939. 
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German defensive lines 1939 


On August 23, 1939, Nazi Germany and the 
Soviet Union signed a pact, secretly agreeing 
to partition Poland between them. 


POLAND CRUSHED 
Following the German invasion of Poland on 
September 1, 1939, Britain and France declared 
war on Germany two 
days later 54-55 >». 
Unable to resist the might 
of the German forces, the 
Poles were forced to 
surrender 58-59 >> 
after just four weeks. 


DANZIG 
Danzig was annexed by 
the German Reich on 
September 2, 1939. After 
the war the city became 
part of Poland. Most of 
the German population 
was driven out and 
replaced by Poles. 
Under its Polish name 
of Gdansk, the city was the focus of strikes by 
the Solidarity trade union against Poland's 
Communist government in the early 1980s. 


“DANZIG IS GERMAN” 


Expanding Germany's borders 

The spurious need for Lebensraum, or “living space”, 
informed Hitler's plans for war. Up to 1939, Germany's 
expansion concentrated on neighboring territories with 
ethnic German populations. 


LITHUANIA 
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a 
R | {| e S KARABINER 98K (GERMANY) 


The rifle was the basic infantry weapon of World War II. Bolt-action repeater rifles were | *) rs Sey 
widely used, as they had been in World War I, but these appeared increasingly outdated 
alongside self-loading semi-automatic rifles such as the Gewehr 43 and the M1 Garand. e 


Karabiner 98k, an improved version of the 1898 Mauser, infantry rifle of World War Il, was also an excellent sniper 
was introduced in 1935 as the standard German infantry rifle. rifle when fitted with a telescopic sight. [ff 7.7 mm x 58 
7.92 mm x 57 cartridge, the standard rifle round of the _cartridge, the round fired by the Japanese Arisaka Type 


German Army in both World Wars, used in the Karabiner 98k —_ 99 rifle, larger than the 6.5 mm x 50 round used by the LEE-ENFIELD NO. 4 WITH 
and Gewehr 43. [kj] Gewehr 43, a German Walther-designed _ older Arisaka Type 38. [iil Arisaka Type 99, a Mauser-style GRENADE LAUNCHER (BRITAIN) 
semi-automatic rifle introduced in 1943. It had a gas- bolt-action rifle issued in 1939 as an improvement on the 

operated self-loading mechanism and 10-round detachable outdated Japanese Arisaka Type 38, which still remained 

box magazine. [Za] Lee-Enfield No. 4 with grenade in use throughout the war. [i] Tokarev SVT-40, a Sovie 

launcher. Grenades were fired from standard infantry rifles semi-automatic rifle. Over a million were produced early 

tom World War | onward, propelled by a blank cartridge. in the war, but it was considered too difficult to maintain 

.303 cartridge, the standard British cartridge from the for standard infantry issue. [| Mosin-Nagant Carbine, 

ate 19th century to beyond the end of World War II. a Soviet rifle, was shorter than the Mosin-Nagant rifle but 

[| Oil bottle and pull-through, used to clean the British otherwise similar. fZ M1 Garand, a semi-automatic rifle 

Lee-Enfield rifle. [id] Lee-Enfield No. 4, a direct descendant adopted by the United States Army in 1936, served as the 

of the rifle adopted by the British Army in 1885. The No. 4 basic American infantry weapon in World War II. (i) M1 

version was first introduced in 1939 and became standard Carbine, also of American manufacture, was a more 


issue from 1941. [E¥] 7.62 mm x 54R cartridge, introduced at compact version of the M1 Garand, used by airborne and 
he same time as the Mosin-Nagant bolt-action rifle in 1891, support troops and in jungle warfare. (ffj) .30 caliber 
was standard Soviet ammunition throughout World War Il. cartridge, the ammunition developed for the American [fl] OIL BOTTLE AND PULL- 
| Mosin-Nagant 1891/30, the standard-issue Soviet M1 Carbine, was sometimes criticized as underpowered. THROUGH (BRITAIN) 
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Declarations of War 


Backed by his new ally, the Soviet Union, Hitler plunged Europe into war on September 1 


1939 with his attack on Poland. On September 3 Britain and France ended their hesitation 
and declared war on Germany. A new global conflict had been unleashed. 


n the night of August 31, 1939, 
O the Nazi SS faked a Polish raid 
on a German radio station at 
Gleiwitz on the border with Poland. 
Some prisoners from a concentration 
camp were killed and their bodies, 
wearing Polish uniforms, were shown 
to the press. Announcing that it was 
responding to this “Polish attack,” 
at 4.35am the following morning, 
Germany sent troops into Poland, 
beginning World War II in Europe. 
The invasion came after a summer 
of diplomatic activity focused on 
the Soviet Union. When Britain 
and France promised to 
guarantee Poland against 


German aggression in April 1939, they 
had no plans to give the Poles actual 
military assistance. They did nothing 
to reinforce Poland’s defenses, nor did 
they plan to attack Germany from the 
west. They did, however, try to draw 
the Soviet Union into a commitment 
to defend Poland. 
Negotiations between Britain and 


France and Joseph Stalin’s Soviet regime 


made slow progress. The British 


International news 

French newspaper headlines on 
the early evening of September 3 
announce Britain's declaration of 
war that morning. France’s own 
declaration of war was to follow 
the same day. 
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BEFORE 


In April 1939 the governments of Britain 
and France promised to come to the aid 
of Poland if the country were attacked 
by Germany, while Hitler was secretly 
making invasion plans. 


FASCISM AND COMMUNISM 

hroughout the 1930s Nazi Germany and the 
Soviet Union were ideological enemies; 
Soviet dictator Stalin denouncing Nazi “Fascism” 
and Hitler uttering torrents of invective against 
he evils of Soviet “Bolshevism.” 


TRADITIONAL ENEMIES 

Poland was bitterly hostile to the Soviet Union; 
he Poles traditionally regarded Russians 
as potential oppressors. Most of Poland had 
been a Russian province before World War | 

and after the conflict, in 1920, the country 
defeated the Soviets in a war to secure its 
independence. The USSR formally recognized the 
new boundary of Poland in the 1921 Peace of Riga. 


government was reluctant to do a deal 
with a Communist dictatorship, while 
the Poles adamantly rejected the idea 
of allowing Soviet troops into Poland 
under any circumstances. For his part, 
Stalin was doubtful of the motives of 
the Western democracies, suspecting 
them of wishing to deflect Nazi 
aggression against the Soviet Union. 
Hostility between the Communist 
Soviet Union and Nazi Germany was 
such a fixed and apparently deep- 


The first civilian ship to be hit by a 
German U-boat was the SS Athenia, 
carrying over 1,000 people of whom 300 
were American. The sinking, within nine 
hours of the British declaration of war, 
caused a furore in Allied circles. 


rooted aspect of European politics that 
an alliance between the two seemed 
unthinkable. Yet they had persuasive 
shared interests in the short term. 
Determined to make war on Poland 
before the autumn rains set in, Hitler 
needed to reduce the number of 
enemies he might have to fight 


Naval bombardment 

The veteran German coast-defense 
ship Schleswig-Holstein in action 
against the Polish naval base at 
Westerplatte near Danzig early on 
September 1, firing the first shots 
of World War II in Europe. 


simultaneously. Stalin, 
for his part, was tempted 
by the chance to extend 
his rule westward at the 
expense of Poland and 
the Baltic States. 

Serious discussion 
between the Nazi and 
Soviet regimes began 
secretly in late July. On 
August 21 Germany 
announced that its foreign 
minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, 
had been invited to Moscow. Two 
days later an astonished world 
learned of the signing of a 
Nazi-Soviet Pact. One of its 
secret terms provided for 
Germany and the Soviet Union 
to divide Poland between them. 
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With the agreement with Stalin in his 
pocket, Hitler ordered that the long- 
planned invasion of Poland should 
begin on August 26. However, at the 
last moment, he hesitated. Britain and 
France assured Germany that they 
really did intend to go to war if he 
attacked the Poles—a formal military 
alliance between Britain and Poland 
was signed on August 25. 


Final maneuvers 
At the same time, Mussolini told Hitler 
that, despite its Pact of Steel alliance 
_ with Germany, Italy intended to stand 
__ on the sidelines. Faced with the 
prospect of taking on France, 
‘ Britain, and Poland unaided, 
Hitler took the decision to 
countermand the order 
for the invasion. 
Through the last 
week in August a 
flurry of diplomatic 
initiatives was launched 
to avert war. Hitler made a grandiose 
peace proposal to the British— 
including a patronizing offer to help 
defend the British Empire. Birger 
Dahlerus, a Swedish friend of the 
prominent Nazi Hermann Goering, acted 
as a private emissary shuttling between 
Berlin and London with various 
proposals for a 
settlement of 
Germany’s factitious 
differences with Poland. 
But last-minute hopes 
for peace were illusory. 
The Poles would not 
make any concessions, 
and Hitler did not want 
them to accept his 
demands over Danzig 
and the Polish Corridor. 
These were pretexts to 
justify attacking Poland. His delay had 
been an attempt to undermine British 
and French support. He rescheduled the 
invasion for September 1. There was no 
further postponement and Hitler 
expected the Allies to back off. 


PRP ay 
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Despite their commitment to Poland, 
Britain and France did not respond to 
the German invasion with immediate 
declarations of war. French military 
leaders pleaded with their government 
for more time to complete mobilization 
before war was declared. Britain called 
for the withdrawal of German forces 
from Poland, although this was “not to 


“! cannot forecast to you the 
action of Russia. It is a riddle 
wrapped in a mystery 
inside an enigma.” 


WINSTON CHURCHILL, RADIO BROADCAST, OCTOBER 1939 


be considered as an ultimatum.” The 
French and British still clung to the 
hope that, as in the Czech crisis of 
1938, peace would be saved by an 
international conference, possibly 
brokered by Mussolini. 
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The British House of Commons 
eventually forced the issue. After a 
debate on the evening of September 2 
in which Members of Parliament 
strongly expressed hostility to the 
hesitations of the government, it was 
clear to Prime Minister Neville 
Chamberlain that he would either have 
to honor the agreement with Poland or 
resign. At 9am on 
September 3, Britain 
therefore delivered an 
ultimatum to Germany, 
demanding an 
immediate end to 
hostilities in Poland. 
The ultimatum expired 
at llam. Forced into 
action, Chamberlain 
then made a broadcast 
to the nation on the 
radio, announcing in 
dignified but melancholy tones that 
“this country is at war with Germany.” 
France, which had delivered its own 
ultimatum to Hitler, declared war 

at 5pm the same day. 


A new world war 

British and French colonies were 
automatically also at war with 
Germany. Britain’s Dominions, 
however, had to make their own 
decision whether to join in. Australia 
and New Zealand declared war 
unhesitatingly. Canada, where the 
issue was more controversial, followed 
suit on September 10. In South Africa 
the war caused a governmental crisis; 
Jan Smuts took over as prime minister 
and declared war on September 6. In 


Dividing the spoils 

Soviet and German officers meet in Brest-Litovsk on 
September 22 at the junction of what would become 
their respective occupation zones in Poland, as secretly 
agreed in the Nazi-Soviet Pact a month before. 


Danzig returns to German rule 
German troops and officers of the mainly German 
Danzig police demolish a border post around the 
former Free City, September 1, 1939. 


the United States, President Roosevelt 
promised in his Labor Day radio speech 
to keep America out of the war. 

Unlike the scenes that greeted the 
declarations of war in 1914, when 
streets were filled with cheering 
crowds, Europe entered the war in a 
deeply somber mood, expecting death 
and destruction on a massive scale. 


AFTER 


Poland was defeated in little over a 
month’s fighting, while the Western Allies 
failed to do anything to help the Poles. 


SOVIET EXPANSION 
he Soviet Union followed a policy of 
expansion on its western borders in 1939-40, 
occupying eastern Poland, Lithuania, Estonia, 
and Latvia, as well as parts of Romania and 
Finland. This policy led to the Winter War 
with Finland 64-65 >». 


THE PHONEY WAR 
n Western Europe 
major fighting did not «_ 
break out until the —— 
spring of 1940. The 
period from the = : 
declarations of war to $y, , 
the German invasion [9 “ 
of Denmark and 


Norway 74-75 >>, “7%, 1d Nordeng SY 
when the Allies #4-SKITEGERBATALION 
became engaged, is NORGE 


known as the Phoney 
War 60-61 >». 
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ADOLF HITLER, NOVEMBER 1937 


o individual played a larger 
AJ role in causing and shaping 
World War II than German 
dictator Adolf Hitler. Yet for the 
first 30 years of his life this son 
of a minor Austrian official 
seemed destined to a life of total 
insignificance. Until 1914 Hitler 
was a rootless drifter who had 
failed in his ambition to be an 
artist and could find no place 
in society for himself. In 
World War I he served in the 
German Army, although he 
did not acquire German 
nationality until 1932. He was by all 


GERMAN DICTATOR Born 1889 Died 1945 


Adolf Hitler 


“Germany's problem could 
only be solved by force” 


Political memoirs 


accounts a brave soldier—earning the 
Tron Cross twice—but struck no one 
as possessing any special leadership 


The first volume of Mein Kampf (My Struggle) consists 
of a mythologized version of Hitler's early life, along with 
a presentation of Nazi thought, including anti-Semitism 


qualities, only attaining the rank of 
corporal. The intense experience of 
four years of trench warfare, followed 
by the shock of Germany’s defeat, 
colored the rest of his life. 


Postwar resentment 
Like many embittered ex-servicemen 
lost in the chaos of postwar Germany, 
Hitler slipped into extremist politics. He 
discovered a hitherto unrealized talent 
whipping up the emotions of a 
usioned public with his fiery 
‘eches, and imposed his leadership 
upon the small but radical Nazi 
Party. The political ideas that 
itler proposed were not 
_ original; they were a variant 
on standard right-wing 
German nationalism, but 
he invested these ideas 
with exceptional 
emotional power. 
Desperate for an 
excuse to explain his 
country’s defeat in 
war and his personal 
lack of success in life, 


Man of destiny 
The official image of Hitler in 
Nazi Germany was of an intense 
and powerful figure who would 
lead the country to victory. 


and the solution of Germany's problems by conquest. 


he adopted with passionate sincerity 
the belief that the German people 
were victims of a “stab in the back” 
by socialists and Jews, and of an 
“international Jewish conspiracy.” 
The failure of the putsch (coup) he 
mounted in Munich in 1923 might 
have ended Hitler’s political career, 
but instead he exploited his trial to 
publicize his views and used his 
subsequent time in prison to dictate 
his political memoirs, Mein Kampf. 


“1 will go down 
as the greatest 
German in 
history .:. ” 


HITLER, MARCH 15, 1939 


A naturally egotistic and narcissistic 
personality, he had developed an 
absolute conviction that he was the 
historic leader who would one day 
save the German people. This belief 
sustained him through a period when 
the Nazis were marginal to German 
politics, but really began to resonate 
with the German public during the late 


“Any alliance whose purpose 
is not the intention to wage 
war is senseless and useless.” 


HITLER IN “MEIN KAMPF”, 1925 


1920s when high inflation and mass 
unemployment were crippling the 
economy, creating opportunities for 
extremist parties. A complete cynic in 
his political tactics, Hitler operated as a 
vote-winning politician in democratic 
electoral politics, while being hell-bent 
on establishing a dictatorship. 


Defeating the opposition 
Hitler’s opponents consistently 
underrated him, both before 
and after his rise to power, 
finding his histrionic 
personality hard to take 
seriously. The conservative 
German politicians who 
allowed him to become 
chancellor in 1933 thought 
they would be able to control 
him and were astounded to 
find their country a single- 
party Nazi state within months 
of his appointment. The German officer 
corps swore allegiance to him because 
he offered them military resurgence, 
but found themselves unable to 
moderate his aggressive ambitions. 
Hitler’s sense of messianic purpose took 
stronger hold of him as events led to the 
fulfilment of his wildest ambitions. His 
success in restoring Germany’s military 
strength and overturning the Versailles 
Treaty without provoking a war proved 


The Fiihrer speaks 

Propaganda played an important part in Hitler's hold 

on power. Rallies of the Nazi Party membership, such as 
this one held at Dortmund in 1933, allowed Hitler to 
personally inspire the masses who chose to follow him. 


him a master of manipulation. He 
played on his opponents’ hopes and 
fears, exploiting his neurotic capacity 
for sudden rages as a method of 
intimidation, deploying a skilled 
gambler’s instinct for brinkmanship 
and sudden decisive action. Yet 


Longtime companion 

Hitler's relationship with Eva Braun, whom he met in 1929, 
was not made known to the public. The pair were only 
married on April 29, 1945, as the Red Army closed in on 
Berlin. One day later the couple committed suicide. 


peaceful victories did not satisfy Hitler. 
He believed that it was morally good 
for the strong to triumph violently over 
the weak, and longed to fulfill the role 
of successful war leader. 


Early military successes 
Hitler can take much of the credit for 
Germany’s military successes in the 
early stages of World War II. His belief in 
mobility and shock as tactical principles 
made him back radical proponents of 
Blitzkrieg over more conservative 
commanders in the German Army. His 
estimate of the weakness of morale 
among his enemies was correct. But 
spectacular early victories confirmed his 
growing belief in his own infallibility. 
As the war progressed he lost all faith 
in his generals and insisted upon taking 
personal control of the details of all 
military operations, to disastrous effect. 
When the tide of war turned against 
Germany, Hitler’s grasp on reality 
weakened. His mental and physical 
state deteriorated and he withdrew to a 
life spent in command bunkers, never 
seen and rarely heard by the German 
people. His survival when an assassin’s 
bomb exploded alongside him at 
Rastenburg in July 1944 was taken 
by him as further evidence of destiny 
protecting its chosen instrument. He 
accepted no personal responsibility for 
the catastrophe that he had brought 
upon the German people, ascribing his 
failure to disloyalty and betrayal. 


A vote for Hitler 
In 1932 Hitler and his Nazi Party offered Germany 

a “government of freedom and peace.” Though he did 
not win this election, Hitler eventually made Germany 
a one-party state and plunged Europe into war. 


April 20, 1889 Hitler is born the son 
of a customs official in Braunau, Austria. 


August 5, 1914 Volunteers to serve in a 
Bavarian regiment of the German Army at 
the outbreak of World War |. 


August 4, 1918 After four years service as a 
dispatch runner in the trenches, Hitler is awarded 
he Iron Cross, First Class. 
November 11, 1918 
Hospitalized due to the effects 
of poison gas, Hitler is shocked 
by the news of the Armistice. 


July 1921 Becomes leader 
of the National Socialist 
German Workers’ Party 
(NSDAP—the Nazi Party). 


November 9, 1923 Leads an 
attempted putsch (coup) in 
Munich, intending to overthrow 
the German government. The coup fails and 
Hitler is arrested. 


HITLER DURING 
WORLD WARI 


December 20, 1924 Found guilty of treason, 
Hitler is imprisoned for nine months, during 
which he dictates his book, Mein Kampf. 


January 30, 1933 Appointed chancellor (head 
of government). Within six months all political 
parties except the Nazi Party are banned. 


August 2, 1934 The German Army swears 
unconditional loyalty to Hitler, who becomes 
the German Fihrer (dictator). 

March 17, 1935 Announces a large-scale 
program of rearmament in defiance of the 
Versailles Treaty. 

March 7, 1936 Sends German forces into 

the Rhineland, which is demilitarized under the 
terms of the Versailles Treaty. 

March 13, 1938 Returns to his native Austria 
in triumph as the country is absorbed into the 
German Reich in the Anschluss (‘link-up’). 
September 30, 1938 Signs the Munich 
agreement that allows the German takeover 

of the Sudetenland area of Czechoslovakia. 
August 30, 1939 Orders the invasion of Poland 
to begin on September 1, starting World War II. 
June 21, 1940 Makes the defeated French sign 
armistice terms in the same railway car used for 
the signing of the Armistice in 1918. 


March 30, 1941 Addressing his generals, 
Hitler calls for “a war of annihilation” against 

the Soviet Union; the attack on the Soviet Union 
follows on June 22. 


December 11, 1941 Declares war on the 
United States in the wake of the Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbor. 


December 19, 1941 Increasingly distrustful 
of his generals, Hitler takes personal command 
of the German Army. 


November 21, 1942 Orders the German 6th 
Army not to withdraw from Stalingrad; the army 
is encircled and destroyed. 


July 20, 1944 Survives an attempted 
assassination when a bomb explodes at his 
headquarters at Rastenburg. 


April 30, 1945 Shoots himself in his Berlin 
bunker to avoid surrendering to the Soviet Army. 
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<q BEFORE 


In April 1939 the German Army began 
detailed planning for “Fall Weiss” (Case 
White), the invasion of Poland. 


RAPID VICTORY 

The German chief of the general staff, General 
Franz Halder, told his commanders that victory 
would have to be achieved in “record speed” 
and that it must be “liquidated.” He anticipated a 
victory in three weeks, and dismissed the Poles 
as “not serious opponents.” 


BRAVE STANCE 

Guaranteed the support of Britain and France 
in case of a German attack, the Polish 
government refused to give way to German 
demands << 50-51 for the annexation of the 
Free City of Danzig and access routes to East 
Prussia across the “Polish Corridor” in Pomerania. 


HITLER’S NEW ALLY 
Stalin signed a Nazi-Soviet Pact << 54-55 
in Moscow on August 23, 1939. A secret clause 
provided for the partition of Poland between 
the Germans and Soviets. 


-— 


Poland Destroyed 


Nazi Germany’s first military campaign was a triumph for Hitler's leadership. With the Soviet menace 
in the east seemingly neutralized by the Nazi-Soviet Pact, the German armed forces crushed Polish 
resistance in a matter of days, with a potent combination of air power and tank forces. 


erman military operations 
G against Poland began at 4:40am 

on September 1, 1939, with 
Luftwaffe air strikes across the border. 
German troops began advancing into 
Poland at 6am. 

Always a bold risk-taker, Hitler had 
left only 44 divisions of his army to 
defend Germany’s western border 
against France—where the French 
could theoretically deploy around 
100 divisions. What is more, almost 


all Germany’s tanks and aircraft were 
sent to the Polish front. Hitler guessed 
correctly that the French would fail to 
mount a serious offensive in Poland’s 
aid. This gamble allowed him to deploy 
overwhelming force against the Poles. 


German superiority 
Poland’s armed forces were 
far from negligible in size, but 
lacked modern aircraft, tanks, 
and transport vehicles. The 


Germans fielded six armored divisions 
and 10 divisions of mechanized infantry, 
alongside some 40 divisions of more 
conventional infantry advancing on 
foot. With a large fleet of modern 
aircraft, the Luftwaffe had no difficulty 
achieving command of the air. Polish 
pilots fought bravely and skillfuly, 


Polish cavalry 
In addition to 30 infantry divisions, the Polish Army 
included 11 cavalry brigades but only two mechanized 
brigades in 1939. They had no answer to the Germans’ 
more modern weapons. 


but their aircraft were too few and a 
generation out of date. The Luftwaffe 
acted with devastating effect, sowing 
panic among civilians and disrupting the 
Polish Army’s lines of communication. 
Polish commanders were perhaps 
over-optimistic about their ability to 
resist a German offensive, and placed 
reliance on the readiness of Britain and 
France to come to their aid by attacking 
Germany from the west. Poland had 
more than 1,400 miles (2,300 km) of 
border exposed to German attack. 


Unevenly matched 

Poland's richest mining and industrial 
areas were situated close to Germany, 
and the Poles were determined not to 
sacrifice any national territory. They 
chose to defend their long frontiers, 
rather than position most of their 
forces on a more defensible line along 
the rivers Vistula and San. Polish 
troops, thinly spread and pushed too 
far forward, found themselves exposed 
to penetration and encirclement by a 
faster-moving enemy. 


Despair among the ruins 
The German bombardment of Warsaw was relentless, 


* with many buildings, including hospitals, razed to the 


ground. By the end of the war about 85 percent of the 
city had been destroyed. 


POLAND DESTROYED 


ik 


Les mitvych b Katyne 


In 1940 the ae secret police executed 
22,000 Poles who were being held in 
Soviet camps. They included army officers 
captured in September 1939 and others 
rounded up after the Soviet annexation of 
eastern Poland. They were shot and buried 
in mass graves. In 1943 the Nazis found 
some of the mass graves in Katyn Forest 
near Smolensk, then under German 
occupation. The Russians denied 
responsibility for the crime until 1990. 


AN ANTI-SOVIET GERMAN POSTER 
PUBLICIZING THE KATYN MASSACRE 


GER 


“In starting and waging a war it is 
not right that matters but victory.” 


ADOLF HITLER, 1939, QUOTED IN W.L. SHIRER’S “THE RISE AND FALL OF THE THIRD REICH” 


The German forces were divided into 
Army Group North under General 
Fedor von Bock and Army Group South 
under General Gerd von Rundstedt. 
Bock’s group attacked from the west 
and from East Prussia, swiftly cutting 
off the large number of Polish 

troops defending the disputed 

“Polish Corridor.” Rundstedt’s group 
made a succession of 
thrusts forward from 
German Silesia, and 
advanced units 
reached the outskirts 
of Warsaw by 
September 8. Polish 
troops inflicted a few local reverses on 
the Germans with courageous, if poorly 
coordinated, counterattacks, but were 
unable to reverse the tide. 

Some Polish forces succeeded in 
withdrawing behind the Vistula to join 
reserves in defense of Warsaw, but 
further east a German enveloping move 
from north and south along the line of 
the Bug River left the city’s defenders 
encircled.Germany repeatedly called on 


4 MILLIO 


Polish civilians killed under Nazi rule, 
three quarters of whom were Jews 
murdered in the ghettos and camps. 


Prague 
fe) 


the Soviet Union to join in the 
destruction of Poland, as secretly 
agreed in Stalin’s pact with Hitler the 
previous month. On September 17, 
Soviet troops crossed Poland’s eastern 
border. There were no Polish forces 
available to resist them. In despair, the 
following day the Polish government 
and high command sought refuge in 
neutral Romania. 
The fighting around 
Warsaw continued 
until September 28, 
when the city 
surrendered after 
sustaining heavy 
damage through German bombing 
and artillery shelling. The last serious 
military resistance ended on October 5. 


The 
number of 


Resounding victory 

For Hitler, this awesomely swift victory 
confirmed his belief in his own military 
genius and his utter contempt for his 
enemies. The Western Allies had done 
next to nothing to aid a country that 
they had guaranteed to defend. Defeated 
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German and Soviet invasion 

Poland's long borders made it almost impossible to 
defend. On September 17, 1939, Soviet troops advanced 
from the east, effectively squeezing Poland on all sides. 
Capitulation of the beleaguered country was inevitable. 


in a month, the state of Poland had 
ceased to exist. Some areas in the west 
were absorbed into Germany itself. 
Territory east of the Bug River was 
annexed by the Soviet Union (land that 
Stalin held on to at the end of the war 
and that Poland would never regain). 
The rest of the country, where the vast 
majority of ethnic Poles lived, became 
the General Government to be ruled 
brutally according to Nazi racial 
theories. Before the end of 1939 Polish 
Jews, numbering around 5 million 
people, were being separated from 

the rest of the Polish population and 
herded into ghettos. 

Germany and the Soviet Union had 
agreed that they would suppress any 
form of Polish “agitation.” Both the 
aggressors interpreted this as meaning 
the massacre or imprisonment of any 
Poles who might provide leadership to 
a movement of resistance. By the end 
of the war Poland was to have lost a 
fifth of its population to military action, 
acute hardship, and extermination— 
the highest percentage population loss 
of any country in World War IL. 


Treatment of the Jews 

The Nazis herded Jews into restricted areas known 
as ghettos and forced them to wear a yellow Star of 
David as identification. Thousands would soon die 
from starvation and ill treatment. 
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Frontiers 1939 


THE AFTERMATH 


captured by the Germans. 


CONTINUING THE FIGHT 


WARSAW UPRISING 


AFTER 


Despite the relative ease of their victory, 
the Germans lost 13,000 killed and 27,300 

wounded. The Soviet Union lost less than a 
thousand men in occupying eastern Poland. 


For Poland the casualties were much higher, with 
70,000 killed and 133,000 wounded. More 
than 900,000 Poles became prisoners of war, 
217,000 in the hands of the Soviets and 694,000 


Some 80,000 Polish servicemen escaped from 
Poland to neutral countries, later rejoining the war 
in the service of the Polish government in exile 
110-11 >», first in Paris and then in London. After 
the German invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941, 
the Soviets released about 75,000 Polish prisoners 
of war, and they joined the Polish forces fighting 
with the Western Allies. Polish pilots played a major 
role in the Battle of Britain 84-85 >». 


The Polish resistance, the major part of which 
was known as the Home Army, carried out 
intelligence and sabotage operations in occupied 
Poland throughout the war. In 1944 the Home 
Army led an uprising in Warsaw 272-73 >> 
but this was brutally suppressed by the Nazis. 
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The Phoney War 


After the defeat of Poland, Britain and France faced a long period of inaction, largely because Hitler 
was frustrated in his desire for a swift offensive in the West. Adopting a defensive strategy, the French 
waited behind the seemingly secure Maginot Line, while both countries planned for German air attacks. 


BEFORE 


In preparing for war the governments of 
Britain and France drew heavily on their 
experience in the 1914-18 conflict. 


MAXIMIZING RESOURCES 

World War | had shown that the rationing of 
scarce commodities would prove necessary 
and that governments would need to intervene 
in the running of the economy to maximize 
production for the war effort. 


THE THREAT FROM THE SKY 

World War | had also seen air raids by German 
aircraft on cities—London and Paris had both 
been bombed. Fear of aerial bombing had 
been reinforced by the spectacle of air attacks 
in the Spanish Civil War << 38-39 and in 
Japan's invasion of China << 40-41. 
Governments were therefore ready with plans 
or “blacking out” lights as a precaution 
against night air raids, and had drawn up 
programs to provide shelter during raids and 
‘0 evacuate vulnerable citizens. 


GAS ATTACKS 
Since poison gas had been widely employed in 
World War | it was expected to be used again. 
Civilians in combatant countries were issued 
with gas masks, as were military personnel. 


Empire troops arrive in Britain 

As in World War |, the dominions of the British 
Empire all declared war on the mother country’s 
enemies. By 1940 Australian troops had arrived, here 
shown parading across Westminster Bridge in London. 


60 


hen Britain and France 
declared war on Germany in 
September 1939, most people 


expected their country would face 
imminent death and destruction on a 
massive scale. However, while Poland 
experienced the horrors of modern 
warfare to the full, elsewhere the only 
significant military action happened 
at sea. The Western Allies found 
themselves stuck in 
a strange interim 
period of war 
without combat, 
soon dubbed the 
“Phoney War,” 
which would last 
until April 1940. 
Governments 
had had plenty of 
opportunity to get 
ready for war and 
preparations to 
cope with air raids 
had been especially 
thorough. Expecting 
that its cities would 
be devastated by 
bomb attacks, Britain began a mass 
evacuation of children from areas 
considered most at risk of air attack even 
before the declaration of war. In all, 
3.5 million people left their homes. The 
French evacuated the entire population 
of the city of Strasbourg, on the border 


Testing conscripts 
In answer to the conscription call, a young recruit 
undergoes a fitness examination. Britain introduced 
a limited form of compulsory military service in May 
1939, but full recruitment was slow to take off. 


with Germany, to southwest France. 
Hospitals in British cities were emptied 
to free beds for bombing casualties. 


Entertainment venues were closed. The 


snakes in London Zoo were even killed 
for fear that a bomb might free them 
to roam the devastated capital. 

When bombing failed to materialize 
and no great battles erupted on the 
Western Front, civilian life settled 
down again. Public 
entertainments 
and professional 
sports resumed, 


homes. Although 
ration books were 
issued, rationing 
itself was slow to 
develop—in fact, 
the first food 
rationing in Britain 
did not come into 
force until January 
1940. Meanwhile, 
however, the 
preparations to 
meet air raids continued. More than 
a million Anderson air-raid shelters to 
be dug into people’s back gardens were 
distributed free by the government of 
Britain. The blackout remained the 
most dramatic evidence of a war in 
progress. The evening ritual of putting 
up blackout blinds to stop 
light from seeping from 
houses was rigorously 
enforced by air-raid 
wardens. Car accidents 
during the blackout caused 
far heavier casualties than 
any military action in the 
last months of 1939. 
Despite a feeling of 
anticlimax as the war failed 
to ignite, popular support 
for the war was general, if 
unenthusiastic. In order to 
broaden his government, 
Prime Minister Neville 
Chamberlain brought 
Winston Churchill, an 
outspoken opponent of 
appeasement, into the war 
cabinet, putting him in 
charge of the Navy. In 
France Edouard Daladier’s 
government faced a more 
divided political situation 
and significant outspoken 


and many evacuees 
drifted back to their 


The red rubber ‘ 


mask fitted snugly 
over the child’s head, 
and was held in 
place with straps 


Child's gas mask 
The colorful “Mickey 
Mouse” gas masks were 
designed for two- to 
five-year-old children. 
They were so-called not 
because they resembled 
the cartoon character 
but to make them less 
intimidating to the 
very young. 


A blue tin can with 
perforated holes held 

a block of asbestos 
that served to absorb 
poisonous chemicals 


THE PHONEY WAR 


defeatism. Yet both 
the French premier 
and Chamberlain firmly 
rejected a peace proposal 
from Hitler after his victory 
over Poland. The Phoney 
War did not result from a lack of 
commitment to war by the Western 
Allies, although it reflected their 
defensive mentality. In addition, 
Britain and 
France had both 
convinced 
themselves that 
time was on their 
side. They 
pinned their 
hopes on a naval blockade that would 
eventually bring Germany to its knees. 
Meanwhile, they prepared to meet a 
German offensive against France 
should it come. 
Such an offensive was certainly 
Hitler’s intention. If he had had his 
way, the Phoney War would have been 
brief. As soon as Poland was defeated, 
and even while he was making his 
public peace proposal, Hitler instructed 
his generals to prepare an invasion of 
France and Belgium. 
This invasion was scheduled for 
November 1939 but it was postponed 
because of bad weather conditions. 
Hitler then ordered an offensive for 
the following January, but yet another 
postponement was needed after plans 
for the operation fell into Allied hands. 


Troop build-up 

These delays meant that the armies of 
the Allies had more time to organize, 
but they also faced a demoralizing 


MILLION The number of coffins 
ordered for air-raid victims by the 
British Government at the war's start. 

60 THOUSAND The number of Britons 
killed in air raids overall. 


“Four months of the 
strangest war in history.” 


NEW STATESMAN MAGAZINE, DECEMBER 30, 1939 


Civilian air-raid shelters 

A British family takes cover in an Anderson air-raid 
shelter. All seem to be carrying their gas masks—a legal 
requirement at all times. Families often spent hours in 
the shelters so many took in food and books, too. 


period of inactivity. While France, with 
its tradition of universal military 
service, was able to call into being 

a mass army in weeks, the build-up of 
the British Army 
was much slower. 
A modest British 
Expeditionary 
Force had taken 
up position in 
northern France 
by October, but was only gradually 
expanded. Conscription was slow to 
take effect in Britain as equipment and 


In 1930 France began constructing a line 
of fortifications along its eastern border 
with Germany. Named after war minister 
André Maginot it was intended to spare 
France a repeat of the bloodletting of the 
1914-18 war by keeping the Germans 
off French soil. Subterranean concrete 
bunkers, forts, and observation posts 
were linked by communication tunnels 
and defended by machine-gun nests 
and artillery guns mounted in cupolas. 

A less elaborate Alpine Line further 
south confronted Italy, while scanter 
fortifications spread along France's border 
with neutral Belgium—the Belgians had 
their own fortified line facing Germany. 


AFTER 


The German offensives of spring 1940, 
first in April against Denmark and Norway 
74-75 >>, and then in May against France, 
Belgium, and the Netherlands 76-77 >>, 
decisively ended the Phoney War. 


POLITICAL CHANGES 

he French and British governments fell in 
spring 1940. Daladier was replaced as French 
prime minister by the more vigorous Paul 
Reynaud in March, and Chamberlain gave way 
0 Churchill as British prime minister in May. 


BOMBING 
he German air bombing campaign against 
London and other British cities, expected at the 
outset of the war, actually began in September 
1940 during the Battle of Britain 84-85 >». 
he most intense phase of the Blitz 88-89 >> 
lasted until May 1941. Initially London was the 
primary target, with nearly one million 
incendiaries falling on the city in the space 
of two months from September 7. 


training facilities were lacking. All men 
between the ages of 18 and 41 were 
liable for military service, but even by 
May 1940 only those aged up to 27 
had actually been called up. At the end 
of 1939 there were still more than a 
million unemployed in Britain. 


Lull before the storm 

Inaction at the Front and the absence 
of German air attacks bred a degree of 
complacency among the Allies. They 
were buoyed up by the modification of 
the Neutrality Acts by the US Congress, 
which allowed them to begin 
purchasing military supplies from the 
US. By early April 1940 Chamberlain 
was confident enough to assert that 
Hitler “had missed the bus.” This was to 
prove the gravest delusion. 


THE MAGINOT LINE 


Construction of the Maginot Line absorbed 
much of the French pre-war military budget. 
In 1940 it proved irrelevant, bypassed by a 
German advance through the Ardennes. 
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EUROPE GOES TO WAR 1939 


BEFORE 


Regardless of the British and French 
declarations of war, Hitler and then Stalin 
overran Poland in about a month. Britain 

and France made no attempt to fight back. 


HITLER’S NAVY 

The size of Germany's navy had been severely 
restricted by the terms of the Versailles Treaty of 
1919. However, in 1935 an Anglo-German naval 
agreement gave Germany the right to expand 
its navy to 35 percent of Britain's naval 
strength, including submarines and battleships, 
both previously banned. In January 1939 Hitler 
approved the Z Plan for the huge expansion 
of the German Navy proposed by his naval 
commander-in-chief, Admiral Erich Raeder, but 
this was not intended to deliver greatly increased 
naval strength until 1944. 


PROTECTING CIVILIANS 
When war broke out in September 1939, 
President Roosevelt called on all sides in the 
European conflict to avoid the bombing of 
civilians or of undefended cities. In order 
not to offend the United States, Britain, France, 
and even Germany at first complied with this 
request. The Germans, however, argued that 
their bombing of Warsaw «« 58-59 was 
legitimate as the city was being actively 
defended by the Polish Army. 


he English term "U-boat" is derived 
rom Unterseeboot (German for 
“submarine”). U-boats ran on diesel 
ngines when on the surface and on 
special batteries when submerged, as 
he diesel engines otherwise sucked 
he oxygen from inside the submarine, 
depriving the men of air. Much later in 
1943 U-boats began to be equipped 
with the Schnorchel, a pipe system of 
Dutch invention that allowed the 
diesels to run while submerged. 
U-boats could remain underwater for a 
lay or more to wait out enemy attacks. 


Early Skirmishes 


To match the inactivity on land on the Western Front, air and naval actions in the first months of the 
war did not approach the intensity they were to reach later. There were dramatic small-scale successes 
for each side, especially at sea, but neither the Allies nor the Germans made any decisive gains. 


of World War II in Europe were 

dubbed the “phoney war” because 
of the absence of major fighting. The 
French Army briefly marched 16 miles 
(25 km) into the German Saarland in 
September 1939, while Hitler was busy 
crushing Poland, but swiftly withdrew 
and took no further offensive action. 
The British Expeditionary Force (BEF) 
sent to France did not suffer its first 
casualty until December that year. Yet, 
during this period of inactivity on land, 
there were some very notable skirmishes 
in the air and also much action at sea. 

Both sides were deterred from 

starting bombing campaigns against 


one another’s cities 
189,00 


T he months following the outbreak 


by a desire to avoid 
escalating the 
war—traids would 
obviously provoke 
retaliation in kind 
from their 
enemy—and to 
avoid alienating the neutral United 
States. The ruthless attitudes of total 
war had not yet taken hold—Britain’s 
air minister, Sir Kingsley Wood, 
rejected a plan to bomb German forests 
because they were private property. 

To avoid the risk of damaging 
property or killing civilians, the RAF 
sent its bombers to attack German 
warships. Their orders were not to 
bomb any targets on land or any 


shipping sunk in December 1939. Of the 
73 ships lost, 25 were victims of U-boat 
attack; almost all the rest fell to mines. 

One U-boat was sunk. 


merchant ships. These early raids 
revealed serious defects in Britain’s 
preparations for air war: bombers had 
difficulty in locating their targets; their 
bombs often did not explode; and the 
bombers, attacking in daylight, were 
shown to be hopelessly vulnerable to 
German defenses. Of ten aircraft that 
bombed warships at Wilhelmshaven 
on the second day of the war, seven 
were shot down. In two similar raids 
that took place in mid-December, 18 
of the 36 bombers taking part were 
destroyed. Such losses were clearly 
unsustainable. Most RAF operations 
were restricted to minelaying at sea by 
day and the dropping of propaganda 
leaflets over 
Germany by 
night. According 
to Arthur Harris, 
future head of 
RAF Bomber 
Command, the 
RAF's leafleting 
campaign “supplied the Continent’s 


The tonnage of 
Allied merchant 


requirement for toilet paper for the five 


long years of war.” 

The Luftwaffe also used its aircraft to 
attack shipping, but Germany’s most 
striking offensive blows were delivered 
by U-boats. On the evening of 
September 3, 1939, just hours after 
Britain declared war, British passenger 
liner Athenia was sunk by a torpedo 
fired by U-30. Of the 112 passengers 


Blenheim bomber 

In 1935 the prototype Blenheim was faster than any 
RAF fighter but by 1939-40 it was outmoded, with 
weak defensive armament and a modest bombload. 


killed, 28 were American. Deeply 
embarrassed, Germany denied that a 
U-boat had been responsible. The 
German response was very different 
two weeks later when U-29 inflicted 
the first major loss on the Royal Navy, 
torpedoing aircraft carrier HMS 
Courageous. 


Attacking Scapa Flow 
The commander of the German Navy’s 
U-boats, Admiral Karl Dénitz, next 
tried an even more spectacular coup, 
sending U-47, under Lieutenant 
Commander Giinther Prien, to attack 
the Royal Navy’s main base at Scapa 
Flow in the Orkney Islands, off the 
north of Scotland. Prien penetrated 
the harbor’s defences on the night of 
13/14 October and sank the battleship 
Royal Oak at its moorings. 

These setbacks were disconcerting 
for Britain’s new First Lord of the 
Admiralty, Winston Churchill. But, 


Use of mines 

Soviet sailors at work defusing a mine. Around half 

a million naval mines were laid during the war, by all 
nations. The most common types (like the one shown 
here) were activated by contact with a target ship. 


EARLY SKIRMISHES 


“After such losses it is 
assumed that the enemy 
will not give any more 
opportunities of practice- 
shooting at Wellingtons.” 


FROM A GERMAN FIGHTER SQUADRON’S REPORT, DECEMBER 18, 1939 


as in World War I, the key issue was 
whether Britain could keep open the 
sea routes that brought vital food and 
other imports from North America and 
the British Empire. 

German U-boats—at this time few 
in number and based far from the 
Atlantic sea lanes—were only one of 
the hazards for Allied merchant ships. 
They also suffered heavy losses to 
magnetic mines, a menace eventually 
negated by the widespread degaussing 
of ship’s hulls to neutralize their 
magnetic fields from late 1939. They 
were also prey to German aircraft and 
marauding long-range surface warships. 


Battle of the River Plate 

The most successful German raider 
during the early part of the war was 
the pocket battleship Admiral Graf Spee. 


The percentage of RAF 
bombers that were shot 
down during the daylight 
raid on ships around the 


port of Wilhelmshaven on December 18, 
1939, an unsustainable rate of attrition. 


It sank nine ships in the Indian Ocean 
and South Atlantic. On December 13, 
1939 the Royal Navy cruisers Exeter, 
Ajax, and Achilles located Admiral Graf 
Spee off the estuary of the River Plate. 
The Allied squadron was outgunned but 
succeeded in damaging the ship, forcing 
it to put into port at Montevideo, in 
neutral Uruguay, for repairs. Believing 
himself trapped by a superior force, on 
December 17 the German captain, Hans 
Langsdorff, scuttled Admiral Graf Spee in 
the River Plate estuary. 

The victory at the River Plate was a 
boost to British morale and reflected 
well on Churchill, identified as the 
most bellicose member of the British 
war cabinet. Yet, both at sea and in the 
air, Britain had mostly had the worst 
of its early skirmishes with Germany. 


Burning wreck 

The Admiral Graf Spee aground and burning after being 
scuttled by its crew off Montevideo. Pictures of the ship's 
radar aerials (visible at the top of the mast) gave British 
experts information about German progress in this field. 


AFTER 


Germany's victories in Western and 
Northern Europe in the spring of 1940 
ended the period of early skirmishes. 


ADMIRAL GRAF SPEE’S PRISONERS 
Before the River Plate episode, Admiral Graf 
Spee had passed some 300 captured merchant 
seamen to a German tanker, A/tmark, which was 
to take them to Germany. On February 16, 1940 
the British destroyer Cossack surprised and 
boarded Altmark in neutral Norwegian waters. 
The prisoners were freed and carried to Britain. 


STRATEGIC BOMBING 

The RAF first attacked inland — 
targets on May 15, 1940, 
bombing oil installations 
and railways in the Ruhr. 
Both sides began bombing 
cities in early autumn 1940 
88-89 >). After the fall 
of France 82-83 > the 
Germans stepped up the ‘h r 

U-boat offensive from bases u ge \ 


on France's Atlantic coast. 


ia? 
CAPTAIN OF ADMIRAL GRAF », “ +4 
SPEE, HANS LANGSDORFF eh wae 


BEFORE 


In 1917-18, during the Russian Revolution, 
Finland and the Baltic States of Estonia, 
Lithuania, and Latvia declared themselves 
independent of Russian rule. 


OUTSIDE THE SOVIET UNION 

n the ensuing years the revolutionary Bolshevik 
regime succeeded in reasserting authority 
over most of the former Russian Empire, but 
Finland and the Baltic States managed to uphold 
heir independence. 


MILITARY PURGE 

n May 1937 eight senior commanders in 

he Soviet Red Army, including Marshal Mikhail 
ukhachevsky, were arrested by the Soviet secret 
police. The eight were accused of plotting to 
collaborate with a German invasion of the Soviet 
Union that would allow them to overthrow Stalin. 
All of the men were executed. A wholesale 
purge of the Soviet officer corps followed in 
which 45 percent of all senior army and navy 
commanders were killed or fired. 


a 


UNLIKELY ALLIES 

The Nazi-Soviet Pact of August 1939 << 54 
and an agreement between the Germans and 
the Soviets after their partition of Poland gave 
the Soviet Union the green light to extend its 
influence over Finland and the Baltic States. 
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The Winter War 


t the end of November 1939, 
A while the Phoney War still 
prevailed in Western Europe, 
a shooting war broke out further east 


between Finland and the Soviet Union. 


The Soviet-Finnish conflict followed 
directly from the Soviet accord with 
Nazi Germany and the absorption of 
eastern Poland into the Soviet Union. 
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, with 
no hope of any outside support, were 
forced to sign treaties of “mutual 
assistance” with the Soviet Union, 
giving the Soviets the right to establish 
bases on their territory. 


Finland under threat 

At the same time Finland was asked 
to cede some territory near Leningrad 
(St. Petersburg), as well as various 
naval and air bases. In compensation, 
the Soviets offered Finland a chunk of 
largely worthless land in Karelia. The 
Finns refused the Soviet offer and 
negotiations broke down in mid- 


November. Stalin then decided that 
Finland was to be conquered and 
incorporated into the Soviet Union. 

On November 30, 1939, Soviet troops 
launched an assault across the Finnish 
border. Almost half a million Soviet 


A4 0 00 The number of 
1 Finns who lost 
their homes and their land in the 


territory taken by the Soviets at the 
end of the Winter War. 


troops confronted around 130,000 
Finnish soldiers. The Finnish air force 
was outnumbered ten to one. The 
Soviet commander, Marshal Kliment 
Voroshilov, promised a swift victory. 
The Finns, however, were in no mood 
to give in. The bombing of Helsinki at 


Field Marshal Gustav von Mannerheim 
A national hero for his role in securing Finnish 
independence at the end of World War |, he returned 
from retirement to lead the Finnish Army in 1939-40. 


~ 


The Nazi-Soviet Pact set Stalin free to expand Soviet influence along his country’s western borders. 
Stalin trusted nobody and territorial expansion was seen as much as a buffer against a future attack 
by Hitler as an absolute gain for Soviet power. He did not get all his own way with Finland, however. 


Finnish machine-gun position 

Well-camouflaged Finnish troops in action with an M32 
machine gun. This gun was based on a Russian design 
but had been improved for winter use by the Finns. 


the start of the war aimed to undermine 
the Finnish will to resist, but it only 
strengthened their resolve. 

Finland had constructed a formidable 
system of fortified positions along the 
southern stretch of its border, known 
as the Mannerheim Line. Attacked by 
the Soviets with an unimaginative 
frontal infantry advance supported by 
artillery, the defenses held firm, and 
heavy casualties were inflicted on the 
invaders. Soviet soldiers were not 
equipped to fight in the ice and snow 
while the Finns were used to the 
conditions, deploying ski troops who 
wore white winter camouflage. The 
Soviet’s technological advantage was 
negated as Finnish snipers picked off 
officers and “Molotov cocktails” — 
bottles of burning gasoline— were 
lobbed into tanks. By the start of 1940 
the invasion had stalled. 


International opinion 

The spectacle of a small country 
defending itself gallantly against a 
powerful invader inevitably attracted 
widespread sympathy and admiration. 


but the Norwegian and Swedish 
governments refused to co-operate. 
Churchill, the most aggressive of 
British ministers, advocated using the 
expeditionary force primarily for an 
invasion of Norway and Sweden, 
which would cut off German supplies 
of iron ore, carried from Swedish mines 
via the Norwegian port of Narvik. In 
March 1940 the British and French 


“ .. the enemy attacks resembled a 
badly directed orchestra with every 
instrument ignoring the beat.” 


FIELD MARSHAL MANNERHEIM DESCRIBING THE INITIAL SOVIET OFFENSIVE 


The moribund League of Nations 
roused itself to expel the Soviet Union. 
In Britain and France there was a 
clamor for intervention in defense of 
the Finns. Since the Soviet Union was 
at this time acting as a loyal ally of 
Germany, the idea of fighting the 
Soviets did not seem unreasonable. At 
least it offered the prospect of an end 
to the inertia of the Phoney War. 

The British and French governments 
agreed to assemble an expeditionary 
force for dispatch to the Baltic. But 
there were many difficulties in the path 
of such an operation. The only realistic 
way to send troops to Finland was 
across neutral Norway and Sweden, 


Barrel 


Lahti L-39 20 mm anti-tank rifle 
This Finnish anti-tank rifle, nicknamed the “Elephant 

Gun," saw limited service in the Winter War, Anti-tank 
rifles generally were soon replaced during the war by 
larger and more powerful anti-tank artillery weapons. 


governments agreed to send the troops 
and violate Norway’s and Sweden’s 
neutrality. But before the force could 
embark, Finland had to sue for peace. 


Finnish defeat 

The military situation had been 
reversed by the dispatch of 27 extra 
Soviet divisions to the Finnish front 
and the replacement of Voroshilov by 
the more effective Marshal Semyon 
Timoshenko. The Soviets battered 
through the Mannerheim Line, leaving 
Finland exposed to certain defeat. 
Soviet losses had been heavy—some 
127,000 killed—and Stalin was 
prepared to abandon his 


10-round magazine 


Ski-type 
mounting 
for use on 
snow 


AFTER 


The threat of Allied action against Norway 
and Sweden, made apparent during the 
Soviet-Finnish War, was partly responsible 
for Hitler’s decision to occupy Norway. 


MORE SOVIET GAINS 
On June 17, 1940, Soviet troops occupied 
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania and 
incorporated them into the Soviet 
Union. Hundreds of thousands of their 
people were executed or sent to 
prison camps in Siberia. 


FINLAND STRIKES BACK 

In June 1941 Germany invaded 
the Soviet Union 134-135 >>. 
Finland joined in the attack to 
recover territory it had lost in 
1940. The Finns called this the 
Continuation War, to emphasize 
its link with the Winter War. 
Helsinki bombed 

Soviet air attacks on Helsinki and other Finnish cities 
caused international outrage in 1939, but were feeble by 
comparison with later events in World War Il; reportedly 
fewer than 100 Finns were killed. 


A MOLOTOV COCKTAIL 


5] Feb 25 1939 

Slow Soviet progress 

in the far north 
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conquest of Finland in return for a 
swift end to the fighting. The Finns 
had to cede the territory and bases 
demanded by the Soviet Union, but 
retained their independence. 

Having assembled a force to defend 
Finland and then failed to send it in 
time, the Western democracies were 
once more discredited. The debacle 
led directly to the fall of the Daladier 
government in France, the more 
pugnacious Paul Reynaud taking 
over as French premier. 

In the Soviet Union the revealed 
deficiencies of the Soviet Army led 
to military reforms that proved their 
worth later in the war. Both in 
Germany and the West, however, the 
impression remained that the Soviet 
Union were militarily incompetent and 
unlikely to offer effective resistance to 
a German invasion. 


Furious resistance 

Alone and unsupported, the bold and courageous 
Finns held off the Soviet offensive for two months until 
overwhelmed by vastly superior manpower and being 
forced to fight on an extended front. 


Cheek rest helped the firer take 
advantage of the rifles long-range 
accuracy 


300 miles 


Soviet advance 
Finnish advance 
Mannerheim Line 
Frontiers 1939 
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EUROPE GOES TO 


DICTATOR OF THE SOVIET UNION Born 1878 Died 1953 


Joseph Stalin 


“This war is not as in the 
past; whoever occupies a 
territory also imposes on 
it his own social system.” 


JOSEPH STALIN, APRIL 1945 


Stalin was born Iosif Vissarionovich 
Dzhugashvili in a town in Georgia, 
then a part of the Russian Empire. 
Brought up in poverty, he was educated 
at a theological college, but instead of 
entering the priesthood he became 
involved in radical politics. Joining the 
Bolshevik faction of the Russian Social 
Democratic Labor Party, he adopted the 
revolutionary pseudonym Stalin 
(“Steel”). His subversive activities won 
the admiration of the party leadership 
and he was made a member of their 
central committee in 1912. 

From the Bolshevik seizure of power 
in October 1917 to the establishment 
of the Soviet Union as the world’s first 
communist-ruled state in December 
1922, Stalin was a hard-working and 
ruthless member of the revolutionary 
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Young activist 


In 1902 Stalin was arrested for organizing strike actions 


by workers at oilfields in his native Georgia. This 
photograph of the 23-year-old political activist was 
taken by the tsarist police for their files. 


PWR. TOS Sota de nee ALE AN " 


leadership, though often overshadowed 
by his more flamboyant, intellectual 
colleagues. However, when a struggle 
developed over succession to the Soviet 
leadership, Stalin proved superior to 
them all in his cunning, sure-footed 
political maneuvers, and grasp of the 
realities of power. Exploiting his 
position as Communist Party general 
secretary to establish an iron grip on 
the party and the state, by 1929 he had 
made himself the undisputed master 
of the Soviet Union and leader of the 
worldwide communist movement. 
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Man of Steel 
At the height of his power, Stalin 
almost always appeared in uniform. 
Every Soviet victory in the war was 
attributed to his military genius. 


Kindly leader 

A 1930s propaganda poster portrays Stalin as the benign 
leader of Soviet peasants, workers, and armed forces. 
Such images were produced while Stalin enslaved and 
murdered millions of his people in the name of progress. 


Rather than believing in the possibility 
of an imminent world revolution, 
Stalin was obsessed with ensuring the 
survival of the Soviet Union in a hostile 
world. He saw himself as the ruler of 

a weak and backward country that 
needed to be transformed at breakneck 
pace from an archaic peasant society 
into a modern industrial state. Only 
this would enable the Soviet Union to 
defend itself against its enemies. Stalin 
was prepared to use any degree of 
terror to achieve the transformation of 
Soviet society and to defend his own 
grasp on power against potential rivals. 


Transforming the Soviet Union 
Throughout the 1930s Stalin drove 
the Soviet Union forward in a rush for 
economic growth that was horrifyingly 
wasteful of human lives. Millions of 
ordinary citizens were used as slave 
labor, starved in man-made famines, or 
ed by the apparatus of state terror. 
sands of members of the Soviet 
elite, including party leaders and 
commanders of the armed 
forces, were arrested by the 
secret police and executed 
after show trials. 
At the same time, as 
the situation in Europe 
grew increasingly 
dangerous, Stalin 
moved cautiously in 
international affairs. 
At first inclined to see 
Nazi Germany as no 
different from any 
other capitalist state, 
by 1938 Stalin was 
concerned enough 
about German 
ambitions to think 
about cooperation 
with the Western 
democracies. He 
always suspected, 
however, that 
Britain and France 
would try to turn 
Hitler against the 
Soviet Union, and in 
August 1939 Stalin 
decided that a deal with 
the Nazis offered the best 
potential for Soviet security. 
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“History shows that there are 
no invincible armies and 
that there never have been.” 


RADIO BROADCAST BY STALIN, JULY 3, 1941 


Marshal's insignia 

Stalin took the rank of Marshal of 
the Soviet Union in 1943, wearing 
this insignia. In 1945 he was 
declared Generalissimo, a rank 
created for him alone. 


Stalin was therefore 
caught off guard when 
the Germans invaded in 
1941. The catastrophic 
defeats suffered by the 
Soviet Union could have 
brought his downfall, 
yet Stalin reasserted his 
leadership of the “Great 
Patriotic War,” using a 
mix of exhortation and 
terror to inspire heroic 
resistance by the Soviet 
people. His military 
policy of “no retreat, 
no surrender” was 


immensely costly, but unlike Hitler he 
came to trust his generals more as the 
war went on, sensibly bowing to their 
military expertise. Stalin handled the 
wartime alliance with the United States 


and Britain in masterly fashion. 
Never trusting his allies, he 
successfully sustained a 
working relationship 
with Roosevelt and 
Churchill on the basis 
of temporary mutual 
interest, while never 
wavering in his single- 
minded dedication to 
extending the power 

of the Soviet Union. 


Postwar anxieties 
Victory over Germany 
did nothing to relax 
Stalin’s paranoia. His 
extension of the Soviet 
system to Eastern 
Europe and his suspicion 
of the Western powers 
led to the “Iron Curtain” 
division of Europe and 
the Cold War confrontation with the 
United States. Yet his cautious nature 
and persistent sense of the vulnerability 
of the Soviet Union made him avoid 
direct armed conflict with the West. 
Despite the fact that 

he was responsible for 
destroying the lives of 
millions of Soviet citizens, 
his death in 1953 was 
genuinely mourned by 
the majority of his people. 


Lying in state 

Stalin’s death in 1953 was the occasion 
for a huge display of public mourning. 
In Moscow Soviet citizens lined up for 
hours to file past his body. 


December 18, 1878 Born the son of a cobbler 
in the town of Gori, Georgia. 


1902-13 Involved in Marxist revolutionary 
activity in Russia, he is repeatedly arrested, and 
eventually sentenced to exile-for-life in Siberia. 


March 1917 Released from Siberian exile after 
the overthrow of the tsarist regime. 


October-November 1917 Plays a significant 
role in the Bolshevik seizure of power, and is 
appointed People’s Commissar for Nationalities 
in the revolutionary government led by V.|. Lenin. 


April 1922 Appointed 
General Secretary of 
the Communist Party 
Central Committee. 


January 21, 1924 Lenin 
dies. His “last testament," 
which called for Stalin to 
be removed from his 
Post as party general 
secretary, is suppressed. 


LENIN AND STALIN 


1928 Having triumphed in power struggles with 
rival Communist Party leaders, Stalin launches a 
radical economic drive for the collectivization of 
agriculture and rapid industrialization. 


1932-34 Millions die in famine in the Ukraine 
as a result of Stalin's policies. 


1936-38 A series of purges wipes out much of 
the Communist Party leadership and decimates 
the officer corps of the army. 


August 23, 1939 Agrees a pact with Nazi 
Germany that provides for the partition of Poland 
between Germany and the Soviet Union. 


November 30, 1939 Sends troops to attack 
Finland in the Winter War. 


June 22, 1941 Caught off guard by the German 
invasion of the Soviet Union, despite warnings 
from intelligence sources. 


July 3, 1941 Rallies resistance to the German 
invasion with an address to the Soviet people. 


July 28, 1942 Issues order decreeing the death 
penalty for unauthorized retreat by the army. 


November-December 1943 Meets President 
Roosevelt and Prime Minister Churchill for the 
first summit of the “Big Three” at Teheran. 


1944 Orders mass deportation of ethnic groups 
alleged to have collaborated with the Germans. 
February 1945 Meets Roosevelt and Churchill 
at the Yalta Conference. 

July-August 1945 Takes part in the Potsdam 
Conference with Western leaders, agreeing to 
declare war on Japan. 

June 1946 Demotes Zhukov, his most successful 


general in World War Il, to an obscure post, and 
has him expunged from histories of the war. 


March 1948 Communist coup in Czechoslovakia 
completes Stalinist takeover of Eastern Europe. 
July 1948-May 1949 Orders a blockade of 
Berlin, trying to evict American, British, and 
French forces from the city. 


April 1950 Approves a plan for communist 
North Korea to invade US-backed South Korea; 
the Korean War begins the following June. 


March 5, 1953 Dies in the Kremlin, Moscow. 
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